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COh4MENTS ON KISTE’S THE BIKINUiNS

Page 147

Footnote continued fron 146: Date should be 1958. Gperation Hardtack,

using both Bikini and E~u’etak was conducted in Sprl.ng Summer 1958.

Page 175

Second sentence: 1957 should be 1958 (same reason)

“ page 175

Accuracy of statement in third sentence should be checked against

State Department reference (which we do not have).

Pa~e 194 .

Interior may wish to challenge the statement in the first full paragraph

that plans for resettling the Enewetak people “. . . ● re now being

formulated but only after recent legal proceedings became embarrassing

for the United States Air Force, . ., etc. “

1 believe the record will show that the decision to release Enewetak from

Defense Department control, and thus make it available for rehabilitation

was taken independent of and in fact prior to the initiation of the PACE

litigation.

,

‘i



I

,

I

,

I

THE KISTE AND OGAN SOCIAL CHANGE

SERIES IN ANTHROPOLOGY

Editors

ROBERT C. KISTE EUGENE OGAN

Urrizwrsity of Minnesota

Robert C. Kiste was born and raised in Indiana. After

completing his undergraduate studies in anthropology at

Indiana University in 1961, he took his graduate training

at the University of Oregon, where his Ph.D. in anthropo!-

‘g’y was awarded in 1967. In the same year, he moved to

the University of Minnesota where he now has an appoint-

ment as associate professor of anthropology. While on

sabbatical leave during the 1972-73 academic year, he

taught at the University of Hawaii. Dr. Kiste’s specializa-

tions and interests include social and cultural change, the

history of anthropology, and Oceania, particularly Micro-

nesia. Among his current professional memberships are

the American Anthropological Association, the Association

for Social Anthropology in Oceania, and the Society for

Applied Anthropology.

a.. . ,=

. .
----

. .,



THE BIKINIANS

U Cummi)lgs Puh!ishing Company

.



A Study in

Forced Migration
—

ROBERT C. KISTE

University of Minnesota

Menlo Park, California . Reading, Massachusetts
London . Amsterdam “ Don Mills, Ontario “ Sydney



ce,

most

,ro-

r

sen-

1s

3 fs

r

The

1s’

in

ing

>ort

lgers.

in

in

ess

t

abun-

ght

.

r

ven-
?>

d-

d

3ple

no-

Y
:e-

n

Environmental and Historical Setting

Ilhe 1. Outrigger sailing canoe with Bikini Island in background, 1946.

(Pkto by Cad Myduns. Time-Lfe, ItIC.)

1I
i,- /

PZute 2. Outrigger sailing canoe similar to those used by the Bikinians prior

to their relocation. The outrigger in foreground is being loaded with copra

bags. (The canoes are those of the Enewetok people on Ujelang Ato]l.)

(Photo by author.)
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26 Chapter Two

of recreation. Men sometimes sailed silmply for sport, and fishing

expeditions were seldom devoted entirely to work. Men took

p]easure in their fishing ventures, often stopping at small islands

to refresh thcmsel~es with coconut and to explore for driftwood

and other objects cast up by the sea.

Men devoted a considerable amount of time and energy to

constructing and maintaining their canoes. Thev fashioned hu]]5

from hand-shaped planks Which were lashed tog;thcr with sennit.

Maintenance was a ne~cr-ending task as canoes frequently required

caulking. renewal of sennit lashings, and replacement of broken or

deteriorated planks, Men took great pride in their canoes: a craft

that was swift and easily maneuverable was especially prized (Kiste

1972:80-82).

All economic activity was suspended on Sundays. The most

routinized aspects of Bikinian life were the consequences of nlis-

sion effort. By 1946, the islanders’ version of the fundamcntal-

istic Protestantism derived from New England had become firmly

established as an integral part of their culture. (Spoehr’s descrip-

tion of the mixture of traditional and Christian beliefs and the

organization of the church at Majuro is fairly representative of the

entire Marsh al]s 11949:221-31 ] .) The pastor of the church was a

Bikini man who had been trained by the missionaries, The comm-

unity celebrated all protestant holidays. The sabbath was ob-

served with both morning and afternoon services and a strict pro-

hibition 011 work and nlost recreation, Two aftcrrloorl Sery,icc.s

marked the wcekl~ calendar, and elders of the church met on

the first of each month to conduct church business and to plan

ser~rices for the coming month.

Initial Reloca~ion

The dc[onation of atomic bombs over Hiroshima and Naga-

saki in ]945 had ended tl~c war in the Pacific and ushered the

u’orld into the Atomic Age. The nature and effects of the de-

structive force that had outmoded earlier concepts of warfare

were, howm’cr. ]itt]e known or understood. and the fLItLIrL’ role

of nuclear weapons in the arsenal of the United States \vas UII-

determined. in the weeks following the war. American military
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Environments] and Historical Setting 27

and political leaders began planning nuclear experiments to gather

military and scientific knowledge. Attention soon focused on the

question of the effects of nuclear weapons employed against naval

vessels (Hines 1962:21). A pair of tests given the code name of

Operation Crossroads was planned, and in November of 1945 a

5 It had to be located in ansearch for an appropriate site began.

area controlled by the United States and was to be uninhabited

or have a small population which could be easily relocated. The

site had to be in a climatic zone free from storms and cold tem-

peratures, and have a large and sheltered anchorage for a fleet of

target vessels. The danger of radioactive contamination required

a site distant from heavily populated areas and at least 500 miles

from a]] sea and air routes. In late January, 1946, navy officials

in Washington, D.C. announced that Bikini Atoll fulfilled all cli-

matic and geographical conditions for Operation Crossroads. iron-

ically, some of the same factors of geography and environment

which had limited the Bikinians’ contact with the outside world

caused an abrupt end to their isolation and thrust them into the

mainstream of events of the twentieth century. Further, the

Christianity which the islanders had accepted from Americans

was employed to convince them of the necessity of their reloca-

tion.

The Bikinians’ initia] relocation was accomplished swift]y

and with little planning. The military governor of the Marshalls

obtained the consent of the Bikinians’ paramount chief to move

his subjects. On Sunday, February 10, 1946 the governor, mem-

bers of his staff. and the paramount chief arrived at Bikini by

seaplane. After the nlorn”ing church services had been conc]~ded.

the Bikinians were addressed by the governor. According to his

own account, he drew upon the Bible and:

. . compared the Bikinians to the children of Israel whom [he Lord

saved from their enemy and led unto the Promised Land. He told

them of the bomb that men in America had made and the destruc-

tion it had wrought upon the enemy (Richard 1957:510).

5 After Operation Crossroads in 1946, Bikini was not utilized as a nuclear

test site for eight years. In 1954, further tests were conducted at the atoll,

and the last occurred in 1958 (Hines 1962:157-195; 270-292).



28 Chapter TWO

He further explained that scientists were experimenting with

nuclear dcviccs “. . for the good of mankind and to end all

world wars” and told how the navy had searched the world for

a test site and bad determined that Bikini was the best (ibid.).

The Bikinians deliberated, and according to the governor’s

description of events, chief Juda reported their decision:

If the United States government and the scientists of the world want

to use our island and atoll for furthering development, which with

God’s blessing will result in kindness and benefit to all mankind. my

pcc,ple will be pleased tc, go e]sewherc (Mdson 1954:263.

Wl)ilc official sources report that the Bikinians agreed to rc-

Ic]cate for the good of all humanity, it is more likely that other

factors were critics] in shaping their decision. The ~slandcrs were

accustomed to autllot-itj imposed from the outside (the para-

mount chief and the colonial governments which preceded that

of the Americans), ancl in 1946, thcv were still imprrsscd by the

United States’ decisive defeat of Jap~n. The Americans’ descrip-

tion of their nuclear weapons furt}ler con~’inced them of the

power and technological superiority of the United States, and

when they were requested to give up their ancestral honle]and

by both the Americans and their paramount chief, it is doubtful

that they believed that they had any alternative but to comply.
It is not certain whether the problcm of selecting a site for

the resettlement of the community was discussed during the gov-

ernor’s visit to Bikini. An official report of the relocation simply

indicates: “Of the eleven family heads (,1/t7b,i, nine named Rong-

erik Ate]] as their first choice for the resettlement” (Meade 1946).

There were sc$cral factors which appeared to deter-mine the Biki-

nians’ se]cction of Kongcrilc. First. the islanders were fami]iar

with the atoll since it is only eighteen miles from Rongc]ab whose

people the Bikinians had long been in contact (see Map I). Sec-

ond. Rongcrik was uninhabited, and rcscttlcment there offered

the promisr tha[ tl~c Bikinians could continue their lives free from

the interference of outsiders. Last]j, there is some e~idence which

indicates that the Bikinians were never con~’inced t}lat their reloca-

tion was more than a tenlporar~ measure. and as a result. thev ma~’/ ,
not have considered the selection of a new home site to be an im-

portant matter.
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.!lup 4, Rongerik Atoll

Sur\’eys of Rongerik by na~’y personnel revealed that it

might present some problems of economic self-sufficiency for

the community. The atoll is much smaller than Bikini. In con-

trast to Bikini’s twent}-six islands and land area of 2.32 square

miles, Rongerik has only ten islands with a total area of about

0.63 square mi]es; the largest of the ten islands covers a scant

0.17 square miles as opposed to the 0.66 square miles of Bikini

Island. Rongerik’s lagoon of fifty-five square miles is less than

one-fourth that of Bikini’s (see Map -1’. Further, as Rongcrik

was only occasional) \’isited bv the people c)f Rongelab. it was

not developed to support a permanent population of any size.

and the quality and quantity of its subsistence crops were not

impressive (Mason 1954 :264).

The administration sought the counsel of the Bikinians’

paramount chief. He urged that the people be mo~red to either

Ujae or Lae Ato]]s in northern Ralik: both were inhabited and
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34 Chapter Two

overnight voyage to Rongerik provided the first documentary

evidence that they considered their relocation to be a temporary

inconvenience; he was informed by the islanders “. . . that they

would come back to Bikini someday” (Life hf~gazine 20: 105- I 09,

March 25, 1946).

The Bikinians arrived at Rongerik on March 8, 1946. Less

than a month had elapsed since the date they had first learned

of their impending relocation.



l<ongerllc
and Kwajalein

The Rongerik Resettlement

Upon their arrival at Rongerik in early March, 1948, the Bi-

kinians found their new village was incomplete, although, a total

of twenty-six tent structures, the same number of dwellings that

had been abandoned at Bikini, had been prepared by the advance

party. In contrast to Bikini’s dispersed settlement pattern, the

Rongerik village plan, prepared by Americans, resembled a com-

munity in the United States—dwellings were arranged in a com-

pact L-shaped cluster on the main island. Before the community

was disembarked, the naval officer in charge had Juda go ashore

to determine which dwellings were to be occupied by each house-

hold (Meade 1946). Perhaps as a result of Juda’s hurried, spur of

the moment allocation of dwellings, two households which had

been adjacent at Bikini were assigned dwellings at opposite ends

of the village. Other households which had been adjacent were

given dwellings in close proximity to one another. The general

composition of ten of the eleven households was preserved, and

the eleventh was divided when the widowed brother of slab .+

and his children were given a separate residence. He was to re-

marry shortly thereafter, and his nuclear family came w comprise

a twelfth household. The households were no longer located on

parcels of land, however, and this remained the situation for the

duration of the settlement; land was never divided on Rongerik.

As the Bikinians settled into their new surroundings, the offi-

cer in charge directed their work. Men were given meals and paid

77
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108 Chapter Five

Few difficulties and no subsistence problems were experienc-

ed during the first months on Ki]i. Crops were collected and dis-

tributed under the council’s direction. Local resources, food pro-

vided by the administration, and copra receipts were divided

among the households in shares proportionate to their relative

sizes. In order to provide easier access to the island, a navy dem-

olition team dynamited a shallow channel through Ki]i’s fringing

reef a short distance west of the village. Small craft could nego-

tiate the channel when seas werr calm, but it proved of little use

during rough surf conditions. Nonetheless, all seemed to go well,

and officials believed thiit the resettlement was off to a good

start and the problem of providing a secure future for the Bikini-

ans was being resolved.

●--”= . . ------- .-s-$?ii&

I%re 10. Channel in the reef which
surrounds Kili ]sland, taken during

calm sea and low tide, 1963. (pho-

to by ~uthor. )

%lfl!!
“)
:.? .& %J

\

P/ute 11. Bikini men attempting

to negotiate the channel during
%-’

the rough seas of winter months,

1964. (Photo by author.} A&&ii C.?A44

As at Rongerik, such early optimism was premature: a num-

ber of setbacks were soon encountered. A shortage of vessels in

the entire Trust Territory caused field trip ships to lag far behind

schedule, and the islanders were unabIe to trade their copra for

food and other supplies. 3 When vessels did attempt to call, stor-

3
During the time (more than a quarter century) that the United States has

administered the Trust Territory, inadequate funding and poor planning

have accounted for the unreliable field trip service in the MarshalIs. Some
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The Kili
Development Project4

Launchir7g the Project

The immediate consequence of the land division–that each

of the Ldt?]li began to clear its land and produce copra–was pre-

cisely what the administration had desired. The islanders’ response

also helped to launch the Ki]i Development Project on a positive

course. As defined by the Americans, the project’s goals were to:

(I) clear the coconut groves of brush and increase copra produc-

tion; (2) provide instruction in agricultural techniques; (3) stimu-

late the production and sale of handicraft; and (4) develop a co-

operative to manage trading operations. Mr. Milne, the project

manager, had two assistants: a man from Kusaie in the Eastern

Carolines who was a taro specialist and a Marshal]esc woman

skilled as a handicraft instructor.

Mi]nc soon developed a good personal relationship with Juda

who encouraged his people to work with the project team. In co-

operation with the council, Mi]ne organized, scheduled. and super-

vised work activities. Tare, banana, pandanus, breadfruit. papaya,

and sweet potato cuttings were imported from Kusaie Island and

Ehon and Ja]uit Ato!]s. Men were organized into work teams and

began to de~relop the taro swamp. Milne and the Kusaien taught

them how to plant, mulch, and care for unfamiliar crops. The

most productive methods of coconut palm cultivation were also

introduced; the Bikinians were instructed in the reasons and neces-

sity for keeping the groves free of brush, and they learned why

the proper spacing of trees ensured a maximal yield.

Within five months. substantial progress was evident. The

131
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132 Chapter Six

anthropologist, Saul Riesenberg, visited Kili in June, 1954, “and

,
,

. .

.- -.
reported “. . . it is obvious that the people have worked hard Un.

der the manager’s direction, and the results are obvious to the

eye everywhere” (Riesenberg 1954). Part of the swamp was

cleared and planted. The planting of other crops was gready in-

creased. For the first time, a number of peop]e, including Juda

and three or four of the Bikini ulab, indicated theY were willing

to remain on Ki]i if progress continued to be made.

The majority bf the islanders, howe~rer, remained pessimistic.

At least three of the Bikini slab withheld t}leir support and led

a group of dissidents which dampened the morale and optimism

of others. The dissidents were skeptical and critical of efforts to

improve their lot on Ki]i. From their point of view, the success

of the relocation was the Americans’ responsibility, and the Unit-

ed States owed them wages for their work with the project.

Riesenberg judged that the project was at a critical stage.

and that with further support and encouragement, a greater num-

ber of people would adopt a more positive attitude. In his opin-

ion, the negative attitude expressed by most of the people was

at least based partially on the assumption that the Americans

would do more for Ki]i if they could be made to feel responsible

and guilty for the Bikinians’ unfortunate plight. He concluded:

In other words, consciously or not, they are trying to place them-

selves in an advantageous bargaining position. An improvement in

the general prosperity of Kili as a result of the development project

may cause mitigation of this negativism. In any case, the project

would seem to be a last chance for Ki!i, and is so viewed by some

of the people; if it fails, they feel the only remaining recourse is to

move elsewhere (Ibid.).

The district administration concurred that maximum effort

should be made to support the project. To ensure that the peo-

ple had an adequate food supply until they realized a harvest

from their labor, local resources were supplemented by an issue

of C-rations, In August the first of three special field trips was

arranged to obtain more plantings from Kusaie. District anthro-

pologist, Jack Tobin, accompanied Mi]ne and a number of Biki-

nians on the trip. They returned to Kili with 6,000 taro cut-

tings and large quantities of breadfruit, banana, and other plants.
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The Ki]i Deve]opmcnt Project 1-51

votes in the ]948 plebiscite had been miscounted had now been

transformed: some individuals contended that the Americans had

dclibcratcly rigged the entire affair.

Sutnmary arid Analysis

The Ki]i Devc]opmcnt Project had fcw of the consequences

that the Americans had intended. The Biliinians committed thcm-

scl\Ies to developing Ki]i’s agricultural potcntia] onlv when they

had little hope of another relocation and when thc~r efforts were

guided by outside supcr~ision. What had been acco~mplished dur-

ing the project w’as negated by damage and discouragement from

natural disasters, the withdrawal of supcrvisorv personnel, and the

islanders’ continuing desire to return tc) Bikini’ or to be resettled

elsewhere.

The administration initiated the project as an attempt to

help the people achicvc a satisfactory adjustment to their new

home and to end problems that had resulted from their reloca-

tions. At the same time it is clear that during the latter part of

the project, the administration was responding to the threat of

embarrassment and pressure exerted by the United Nations Trust-

eeship Council. The administration }lad little alternative but to

mobilize the effort required for the fulfillment of commitments

rnadc to the United Nations. The American effort to assist the

Bikinians was thus ]argc]y a consequence of external forces as it

was in the earlier period at Rongcrik.

The Kili Dc\’c]opn~cnt Project also reinforced the Bikinians’

notion that the United states should assume rhe responsibility?’

for their wclfarr and had thr resources to do so. The provision

of manpower and other resources required by the project (vessels,

radio equipment, housing at Jaluit, etc. ) served as further demon-

stration of Ji’hat the Americans cou]d do whcrl they desired. 0th-

er welfare measures implemented after the project’s termination,

the Bikinians’ experiences at Kwajalein, and their awareness of

the United States rnissilc and space technology represented still

more dramatic evidence of the magnitude of American power and

resources. and reaffirmed the Bikinians’ earlier conclusion that it

was to their adr’antagc to attach themselves firmly to the Ameri-

cans.



From the Bikinians’ point of view, one major goa] was achiev.

ed during the project. To them, the agreement with the United

States represented an end to their subordinate status vis-a-vis the

paramount chief. As he had no legal or traditional claim to Kili,

he had no right to their services or resources, and in their eyes,

a significant victory had been won.

The financial compensation awarded the islanders increased

their ability to purchase imported foc)ds and material items. This

in turn increased the people’s desire for a wider range of goods,

a process that had begun early in their relocations, and made
them more dependent upon the Americans and the outside world.

At the same time, the Bikinians’ income gave them less inccntivc

to engage in the prc)duction of copra and handicraft as a means

of satisfying their wants.

By the later ]950s and early 1960s, the experience that the

people had acquired since their initial relocation and the corres-

ponding improvement in their own self-image gave them a greater

confidence in themselves. These changes in the people’s attitudes

were manifest in their asserti~’eness in making numerous petitions

to the administration and the strong stance taken by Juda and

others in dealings with Americans. The Bikinians were no longer

the meek and uncertain islanders who had readily acquiesced to

the Americans’ request for their relocation a decade and a half

earlier.
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